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R147While global fears mount about the 
dwindling numbers of many amphibian 
species as a result of disease and 
other unknown factors, three separate 
teams of researchers have announced 
the discovery of several new species 
and other organisms in the mountain 
rainforests of Colombia, Tanzania and 
India.
Scientists in Bogata carried out a 
‘rapid assessment program’ expedition 
over three weeks in the mountainous 
Tacarcuna area of Darien near the 
border with Panama. The expedition 
was led by herpetologists from 
Conservation International in Colombia 
and ornithologists from the Ecotropico 
Foundation, with support from the local 
community. The aim was to bolster 
conservation measures in the region.
The team announced the discovery 
of 10 amphibian species thought not 
to be previously recorded, including 
a spiky-skinned, orange-legged rain 
frog, three poison-dart frogs and three 
glass frogs, so called because of their 
transparent skin.
This region is isolated from the 
Andes range and has been recognised 
as a centre of endemism and high 
biological diversity. Historically it 
has served as a bridge for exchange 
of flora and fauna between North 
and South America. And the team 
discovered four Central American 
species — two amphibians and two 
reptiles — in this region for the first 
time.
“The high number of new amphibian 
species found is a sign of hope, even 
with the serious threat of extinction 
that this animal group faces in many 
other regions of the country and the 
world,” said Jose Vicente Rodriguez-
Mahecha, scientific director of 
Conservation International Colombia.
The expedition was mounted to 
heighten Colombia’s position as a 
major centre for biodiversity and 
improve conservation by extending 
protected areas in this region of 
Darien. Although the natural cover of 
the Darien region is currently relatively 
undisturbed, it faces many threats 
due to selective timber extraction, 
increasing cattle ranching, illicit crop 
cultivation, hunting and mining.
Another key objective of the 
study was to build links with the 
indigenous local people and support 
initiatives to guarantee them land 
rights and develop a management 
plan appropriate for them and the 
environment.
While conservationists are hopeful 
that plans to protect further this 
unique, relatively small, region of 
Colombia, the findings of a 10-year 
study by a team of Indian scientists 
across the country’s vast Western 
Ghats mountain range which 
stretches for 1,600 kilometres pose 
many more problems. The scientists 
were delighted to discover 12 new 
species of tree frog. Reporting these 
results in a forthcoming issue of the 
Zoological Journal of the Linnean 
Society, the authors add that their 
habitat is under increasing threat 
along the mountain range from 
plantations and urban development.
S.D. Biju at the University of Dehli 
and Franky Bossuyt at the Free 
Feature
University of Brussels, authors on the 
paper, also describe the rediscovery 
of a species which was considered 
extinct, as it had not been seen for 
more than 100 years. The Travanore 
bushfrog was found in a fragment of 
habitat in its former locality that now 
was in a highly degraded state.
Seven of the 12 new species were 
found in unprotected areas which 
were originally forests. Habitats are 
rapidly disappearing and immediate 
steps are needed to protect the 
remaining forests from human 
activity, the authors believe.
In another study in the forests 
of the South Nguru Mountains 
in eastern Tanzania, a team of 
Tanzanian and Italian scientists have 
discovered 17 species of previously 
unknown amphibians and reptiles. 
Michele Menegon, of the Natural 
Science Museum of Trento, says 
that the survey of the ‘virtually 
unexplored’ rainforests in this region 
had revealed a total of 92 species of 
reptiles and amphibians of which 17 
were new. The new species include 
tree frogs, chameleons and snakes.
“These results, documenting 
the high species richness and the 
outstanding number of putative 
endemics of the forests, strongly 
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New look: A potentially new rain frog recently discovered in Colombia. (Photo: Copyright Con-
servation International Colombia/Marco Rada.)
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Lamberto Maffei is Professor of 
Neurobiology at the Scuola Normale 
Superiore Pisa, Italy and Vice-
President of the Accademia dei Lincei 
(equivalent of the Royal Society). He 
studied Medicine at the University of 
Pisa, graduating in 1961. He worked 
in Tübingen, Cambridge, Boston, 
Paris, Oxford and Davis. In his early 
work he investigated the function 
of the mammalian visual system, 
pioneering research into spatial 
frequency selectivity in primary visual 
cortex, neural adaptation to contrast 
and extra-receptive field influences 
on visual neurons. He later moved on 
to study development and plasticity 
of the mammalian cortex, with major 
findings on the recovery of function 
after crushing of the optic nerve, the 
role of spontaneous discharge in pre-
natal development, the importance of 
neural growth factors for plasticity, and 
how an enriched visual environment 
can improve visual performance and 
overcome induced amblyopia. 
Why did you choose to study 
medicine? During school I read many 
of Freud’s books and was profoundly 
impressed by his depth of thought 
and by his global, cultural approach 
to science. I was sure I wanted to 
become a psychiatrist.
But you became a neuroscientist: 
how did this come about? My 
medical studies brought me into 
contact with an eminent scientist, 
Professor Giuseppe Moruzzi, who 
taught me undergraduate physiology 
(for a recent account of Moruzzi’s 
career see ‘British roots of Italian 
neurophyiology in the early 20 century’, 
Curr. Biol. 18, R51–R56). Moruzzi was 
a neurophysiologist, famous for his 
research on the reticular formation 
and the mechanisms governing sleep 
and wakefulness. His laboratory was 
international, with scientists frequently 
visiting from all parts of the globe. I 
was fascinated by both him and his 
work, and began hanging out in his 
laboratory. I found this intellectual, 
international lifestyle — devotion to 
Q & Ahighlight the biological importance 
of the South Nguru Mountains 
and place them among the most 
important sites for the conservation 
of herpetofauna in Africa,” writes 
Menegon and Nike Doggart in the 
journal Acta Herpetologica.
The authors warn that this region 
is under threat from fire, logging, 
fuelwood collection and clearing for 
agriculture. But the Tanzanian Forest 
Conservation Group, a local NGO, 
is seeking ways to work with local 
stakeholders to improve conservation 
and planning in the region.
“Villagers and government have 
identified a series of actions required 
to address the issue of forest loss,” 
the authors write. “This includes 
a combination of direct forest 
management activities such as 
developing and implementing forest 
management plans and boundary 
demarcation; and activities aimed at 
reducing local people’s dependence 
on unsustainable activities such as 
the current cardamom cultivation.”
While all three research teams have 
highlighted perceived threats to the 
new species, the prospect of climate 
change adds to them all. There is 
growing evidence that mountain 
ecosystems may be particularly 
sensitive.
A study just reported in the 
Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Science (published online) by 
I- Ching Chen at the University of York 
and colleagues in London, Taiwan and 
Malaysia reports on a survey of moth 
distributions on Mount Kinabalu in 
Borneo, which were first sampled and 
recorded by researchers in 1965. They 
re-examined the distribution of six 
moth assemblages at between 1,800 
and 3,600 metres up the mountain. 
They estimated that the altitude 
of individuals of 102 moth species 
increased by a mean of 67 metres 
over the 42 years since the first 
recorded survey.
“These observed changes, in 
combination with the high diversity 
and thermal sensitivity of insects, 
suggest that large numbers of 
tropical insect species could be 
affected by climate warming,” the 
authors write.
If similar results are found in 
other tropical regions, then other 
particularly temperature-sensitive 
species, such as amphibians and 
reptiles, may also be under the 
added pressure of climate change.
Glass act: A likely new species of glass frog recently discovered in Colombia. (Photo: Copyright 
Conservation International Colombia/Marco Rada.)
